terms of environmental justice, it does emphasize how complex this issue is," says Roger G. McClellan, president of the Chemical Industry Institute of Toxicology and a member of the IOM committee. "The point we make is that environmental justice is multifaceted and overlaps other related issues, such as income, nutritional status, and access to health care."
"Environmental justice has been there since the beginning of time," says David R. Baines, a family physician at the St. Maries Clinic in St. Maries, Idaho, and a member of the committee. The St. Maries clinic is on the Coeur d'Alene Reservation, where many residents rely on hunting wild game for subsistence. Environmental contamination from nearby silver mines affects their food supply, says Baines. "Hopefully, this report will help more people see that environmental justice is out there, because a lot of people have their heads in the sand about it."
The report calls for more research to help identify and verify the environmental causes of disease. It also recommends that citizens be recruited to participate in the design and execution of the research, and that communication during all phases of the research be open and reciprocal. The report emphasizes that the scientific approach should be "in balance with the recognition that the community must play an increasingly active role in decisions about research and public health interventions." The report goes on to state that environmental justice issues "do not lend themselves well to cost-benefit analyses," so approaching them from that perspective "would not be helpful at this time." Furthermore, the report concludes, environmental justice requires an "unusual degree of collaboration with the communities in order to be scientifically valid and policy-relevant."
Improving the Data
Nogales, Arizona, is a community of fewer than 30,000 inhabitants on the U.S. A 1994 study by the University of Arizona at Tucson, the Udall Center Survey of Data Sources and Gaps Regarding Environmental Health Problems Affecting Residents along the U.S. Mexico Border, which was presented at an NIEHS-sponsored conference on environmental equity and justice and described in the IOM report, confirmed LIFE's suspicions. The study found that from 1989 to 1993, the incidence of multiple myeloma in Nogales was 2.4 times the expected rate; the systemic lupus erythematosus rate was 94.5 cases per 100,000 residents for the same period, compared with the next-highest published rate of 50.8 per 100,000. As a result, state and local governments and the local universities have become involved in monitoring the population.
Residents of Nogales say the maquiladoras have since cut back on their large-scale burning, and the water in the arroyo is now chlorinated to reduce the bacterial load. However, Acufha says, much more research needs to be done. "I went to EPA and CDC meetings," she says. "They had done some testing for a whole year on the air quality. The preliminary report didn't find anything. It was what I'd expected because I feel at this point we're never going to find out what's making us sick. Lots of money has been poured into the community for testing and research but nothing has changed for the man in the street."
The committee also visited a public housing community in southeast Chicago, where the 10,000 predominantly AfricanAmerican residents have been exposed to a variety of environmental stressors, particularly air pollution and contaminated well water, as well as high concentrations of ambient lead and fine dust particles. Among the community's health concerns are childhood cancer, endocrine disorders, and asthma. , that's pretty tough," she says. There can also be repercussions from a frustrated community. "Being an activist is probably the loneliest thing you can do," says Acuna. "People in the community got mad at me. They said, 'Anna, you're hurting the tourist industry, the real estate industry with all this.' And then I got criticized because the people were sick and they wanted to know why. I had nothing to report." Acufia says she also speaks for many activists when expressing her dismay with governmental inaction. "I'm tired of dealing with bureaucrats," she says. I've given up on the government. The degree of frustration at such meetings is intense. You get to the point where you really wonder if anyone cares."
Getting the Word Out
During the IOM site visits, the committee "was struck by the extent to which the citizens of communities of concern felt virtually defenseless against what they believed to be unreasonable and unfair environmental impacts. They felt that they had been abandoned by both the government and the local industry," according to the report. The committee heard repeatedly from participants at the site visits about the difficulties associated with the fact that there is no wellidentified point of contact at the various agencies responsible for responding to their
concerns. An important part of the solution is to build a well-informed community response system, the committee says.
"The biggest thing I pushed for as a report recommendation was to find a way to coordinate the reporting process for the communities," says Baines. "There are so many different agencies doing this and that, that it's become like a headless monster. If nothing else, people can join a joint task force.
But though the .. community feels they're getting the chance to voice their concerns, still nothing happens." Don Mattison, medical director for the March of Dimes Birth Defects Foundation and cochair of the IOM committee, agrees.
"Just as the committee raised some issues about exposure and disease but were frustrated by an inability to link them, this was the same frustration in the communities. The communities have no single place tO gO for help in resolving [environmental justice] issues. One frustration we heard a lot is that citizens will go somewhere to report a complaint or request information and get bounced from place to place. So we recommended that governments look for ways to form a seamless process. One option would be to appoint one agency as the coordinator; for example, the CDC or NIEHS could be tapped as the lead agency for coordinating and providing the primary response.
The report also recommends that health professionals be better trained on environmental justice issues; specifically, medical students and residents should be better trained in environmental and occupational medicine. Such training would help them recognize sentinel health conditions such as bronchitis, recent onset of asthma, contact dermatitis, and other environment-or occupation-related diseases.
Funding for public health practice, research, and education should also be increased, according to the report. Because of a trend toward funding basic rather than public health research, resources are often inadequate to support basic public health services and the training of public health professionals. The report does not say from where this additional funding might come.
The report expresses concern that new health professionals are not being adequately recruited from among the country's racial and ethnic minorities. The number of minority students demonstrating a commitment to providing medical care in their communities should be increased, possibly through targeted scholarship programs, which might facilitate the recruitment process, says the report.
"There was a concern that we [the environmental and scientific community] weren't as active as we could be in recruiting young individuals into environmental sciences," says Mattison. "One potential route would be to get them involved in characterizing the environmental hazards where they live. Here's an example of kids engaging with their community. You could argue it's trivial but who knows [where] it might lead?"
The public also receives little information about environmental health issues, and what it does receive is often delivered in language that is "too technical or full of jargon and illustrated with examples that are obscure or culturally insensitive," says the report. The report mentions several community outreach and education programs in which community leaders and members have effectively collaborated to create solutions.
The report suggests that one such solution would be to educate children in the community. Children should be encouraged to become familiar with all the real and potential environmental insults in their schools, neighborhoods, play areas, and homes. The report describes the case of a Bronx elementary school student who mav have saved the life of her grandmother. Thle grandmother had been complaining of headaches, stomachaches, and a feelings of tiredness. Following classroom lessons on air pollution, the granddaughter suggested the older woman have her home checked. A faulty furnace was found to have raised the carbon monoxide levels in the home, which was causing the grandmother's illness. Making Policy According to the report, wheni the science is incomplete with respect to environimental health and environmental justice issues, policy makers should exercise caution on behalf of the affected communities. They should be careful to neither overreact nor underreact. Acting prematurely may needlessly end an activity or close a facility that is doing no real harm, and that may actually be improving the local economy through taxes and jobs, says the report. It may also stigmatize a community as being contaminated, and may discourage future development. On the other hand, the report warns, actinlg too slowly may expose citizens to irreversible damage from risks whose actual existence may never be proven, given the limits of scientific methods.
"'There is a responsibility for the policy maker and the comnmunity to take action," says McClellan, "but it needs to be takeni in a responsible way. And further data may not provide the answer. If there is concern about groundwater contamination, for example, the appropriate approach might be to urge the local authorities to shift from local wells to a community water system. We don't have to wait for all the data to come in."
